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 Thousands of �ll or d�sabled �nmates are 
�ncarcerated �n Federal, State, and local 
correct�onal fac�l�t�es across the Un�ted 

States. The challenge of help�ng them obta�n 
med�cal treatment and serv�ces after they 
are released �s not a new one, but a recently 
released report looks at three programs that 
are ass�st�ng �nmates �n apply�ng for such 
benef�ts.

Helping Inmates Obtain Federal Disability 
Benefits: Serious Medical and Mental 
Illness, Incarceration, and Federal Disability 
Entitlement Programs—cosponsored by the 
Nat�onal Inst�tute of Just�ce (NIJ) and the 
Centers for D�sease Control and Prevent�on—
reveals that many experts bel�eve that con-
t�nu�ng treatment after �nmates are released 
results �n a more successful return to soc�ety 
and could prevent the spread of tuberculos�s,  

hepat�t�s C, HIV/AIDS, and drug-res�stant 
stra�ns of v�ruses, thus m�n�m�z�ng the cost  
to commun�ty and correct�ons health care  
systems. It also could reduce cr�me— 
and hence rec�d�v�sm—by releasees who 
cont�nue to rece�ve the med�cal and mental 
health treatment they need.

Federal d�sab�l�ty benef�ts—Med�ca�d, 
Soc�al Secur�ty D�sab�l�ty Insurance (SSDI), 
Supplemental Secur�ty Insurance (SSI), and 
veterans’ compensat�on funds—offer one 
solut�on. Unfortunately, as many off�c�als 
know, the process of apply�ng for Federal 
benef�ts �s often complex, and �ncarcerat�on 
makes �t d�ff�cult for �nmates to collect  
the�r med�cal �nformat�on. Three programs 
�nvest�gated �n the NIJ study demonstrate, 
however, that ass�st�ng severely �ll �nmates 
w�th apply�ng for these benef�ts before they 
leave pr�son may dramat�cally �ncrease the�r 
chances of rece�v�ng benef�ts postrelease and 
ease the�r trans�t�on back �nto the commun�ty.
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Three Benefits  
Assistance Programs

The study looked at benef�ts ass�stance  
programs �n three jur�sd�ct�ons:

■ Philadelphia. The Coord�nat�ng Off�ce for 
Drug and Alcohol Programs, part of the 
Ph�ladelph�a Behav�oral Health System, 
offers serv�ces �n behav�oral health, case 
management, and job tra�n�ng to �nmates 
through the Forens�c Intens�ve Recovery 
Program. 

■ New York. Through a memorandum of 
understand�ng w�th the New York State 
D�v�s�on of Parole, the Soc�al Secur�ty 
Adm�n�strat�on helps �nmates apply, pr�or 
to the�r release, for SSI and SSDI benef�ts. 

■ Texas. The Texas Correct�onal Off�ce 
on Offenders w�th Med�cal or Mental 
Impa�rments ass�sts �nmates who are 
elderly, term�nally �ll, mentally �ll or d�s-
abled, or phys�cally or developmentally 
d�sabled. Along w�th other State and local 
ent�t�es, the Off�ce funds trans�t�onal, case 
management, and med�cal support for 
these �nd�v�duals.

Recommendations for 
Implementing Programs

Recogn�z�ng the challenges of d�scharge 
plann�ng for severely �ll �nmates, the 
researchers offered s�x recommendat�ons 
for agenc�es that want to �mplement  
s�m�lar programs:

1. Partnerships keep the process alive. 
Whether a benef�ts appl�cat�ons process 
operates through a formal �nteragency 
agreement (as �n Texas and New York) 
or an �nformal accord (as �n Ph�ladelph�a), 
�nmates rece�ve better ass�stance when 
many agenc�es, organ�zat�ons, and �nd�-
v�duals work together to ensure that  
appl�cat�ons do not fall through the  
cracks and that benef�ts are d�str�buted.

2. Dedicated staff is important. Spec�al�zed 
staff members who help offenders 
access benef�ts can streaml�ne the  

process, prov�de complete appl�cat�ons 
for more �nd�v�duals, and establ�sh stron-
ger work�ng relat�onsh�ps w�th d�sab�l�ty 
dec�s�onmakers. In Texas, for example, 
the pr�mary burden of gather�ng med�cal 
and mental health documentat�on sh�fted 
from correct�ons med�cal staff to benef�ts  
el�g�b�l�ty spec�al�sts, result�ng �n med�cal 
staff becom�ng more w�ll�ng to ass�st �n 
prepar�ng appl�cat�ons.

3. Filling the gaps until benefits  
commence is essential. The benef�ts  
for many severely �ll �nmates do not  
beg�n �mmed�ately upon release. The 
Texas and Ph�ladelph�a programs pay for 
serv�ces dur�ng the per�od between an 
�nmate’s release and the start of d�sab�l�ty 
or health benef�ts. 

4. Tracking outcomes is beneficial. 
Collect�ng outcome data on the benef�ts 
process allows staff to evaluate the  
progress of the program and garner  
add�t�onal f�nanc�al support to offset  
costs. For example, the Texas program 
assesses wh�ch el�g�b�l�ty spec�al�sts  
were successful �n obta�n�ng benef�ts  
for �nmates, and then uses these assess-
ments �n staff tra�n�ng. In contrast,  
New York does not ma�nta�n data on  
Soc�al Secur�ty appl�cat�ons, so staff  
members �n that program often assumed 
the�r efforts were largely unsuccessful, 
mak�ng �t d�ff�cult for them to feel  
mot�vated when f�l�ng appl�cat�ons. 

Many experts believe that continuing treatment  
after inmates are released results in a more  
successful return to society and could prevent  
the spread of tuberculosis, hepatitis C, HIV/AIDS, 
and drug-resistant strains of viruses, thus  
minimizing the cost to community and  
corrections health care systems.
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5. Centralizing operations reduces delays 
and improves communication. All three 
s�tes d�scovered the benef�ts of central-
�z�ng the med�cal and cash ass�stance 
cla�ms processes. Ph�ladelph�a’s use of 
partnersh�ps �n the med�cal ass�stance 
appl�cat�ons process reduced the number 
of people �nvolved �n dec�s�onmak�ng  
and s�gn�f�cantly reduced the t�me unt�l 
enrollment began.

6. Assisting mentally ill offenders poses 
special challenges. Some �nd�v�duals 
�nterv�ewed for the study suggested that 
d�sab�l�ty-determ�nat�on staff appeared  
to be more caut�ous when approv�ng  
benef�ts for mentally �ll �nmates. A num-
ber of complex s�tuat�ons may account 
for th�s: Offenders also may suffer from 
substance abuse, wh�ch can make �t d�f-
f�cult to determ�ne the pr�mary �llness; 
offenders may fe�gn mental �llness to 
obta�n more favorable treatment; and truly 
mentally �ll offenders may appear more 
stable w�th�n the structured env�ronment 
of pr�son. 

Benefits Are Only One  
Aspect of Planning

Help�ng �nmates apply for med�cal and cash 
ass�stance �s an �mportant way to support 
the return of severely �ll �nmates to the 
commun�ty, accord�ng to the report. The 
researchers recommended, however, that 
such ass�stance should be part of a more 
extens�ve d�scharge plan that �ncludes case 
management and hous�ng serv�ces.
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Cr�me mapp�ng cont�nues to help cr�m�nal 
just�ce pract�t�oners and researchers per-
form h�gher qual�ty, more eff�c�ent, more 
respons�ve work. Geograph�c �nformat�on 
systems (GIS) and spat�al data analys�s 
techn�ques are well-establ�shed tools for 
analyz�ng cr�m�nal behav�or and �ts effect 
on the cr�m�nal just�ce system and soc�ety.

In a spec�al �ssue of the Social Science 
Computer Review, experts d�scuss the 
h�story of cr�me mapp�ng and the software 
advancements that shape the current  
f�eld. Ed�ted by Ronald W�lson, program 
manager of the Nat�onal Inst�tute of 

Just�ce’s Mapp�ng and Analys�s for Publ�c 
Safety Program and Data Resources, th�s 
journal �ssue explores the “automat�on of 
geography” through software and how  
�t enables law enforcement to better 
understand the spat�al elements of cr�me.

Top�cs �nclude the use of GIS and other 
spat�al analys�s software programs to: 
■ V�sual�ze the d�str�but�on of sex  

offenders.

■ Study cr�me around substance abuse 
treatment centers.

■ Exam�ne the travel patterns of bank  
robbers.

■ Explore local cr�me patterns �n urban 
areas.

For more �nformat�on, v�s�t http://hcl.chass.
ncsu.edu/sscore/sscore.htm. 
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